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Abstract

:

In modern times, disruptive contexts have challenged the functioning of organisations, as shown by recent events, such as the COVID-19 pandemic and the current war in Europe. The literature highlights the role of management control practices (MCP) as resources that help to improve decision-making processes and organisational performance and competitiveness in a crisis context. In response to stakeholders’ pressures, companies are integrating Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) issues into their measurement and control systems. The aim of this research is to examine whether companies perceive MCP as a resource to support the decision-making process and contribute to organisational performance and competitiveness in a crisis environment, as well as to ascertain the perceived role of CSR in MC. A survey by questionnaire was conducted among the 250 major exporting companies in Portugal. Results show that in a crisis context of uncertainty and unpredictability such as the COVID-19 pandemic organisations perceive MCP as having (1) a significant influence on organisational performance and on leveraging organisational competitiveness; (2) a significant link with CSR. In general terms, this study provides new insights into the perceptions of the role of MCP as a valuable resource to achieve organisational competitiveness and performance in disruptive social and economic contexts.
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1. Introduction


Management control practices (MCP) may be conceptualised as a system or a package of different tools and procedures that enable a firm’s goals to be under control (Bedford et al. 2016; Mouritsen et al. 2022). The literature highlights the need to look at MCP in a holistic and broad way (e.g., Barros and Ferreira 2021; Ferreira and Otley 2009; Malmi and Brown 2008; Vale et al. 2022) as opposed to focusing only on specific practices. MCP are oriented toward certain domains, such as risk and performance (Mouritsen et al. 2022), including a wide range of practices, such as a Balanced Scorecard (BSC), Enterprise Resource Planning, Activity-Based Costing/Management, Value-Based Management, Target Costing, Strategic Decisions, Budget Planning, Budget Control, Contingency Planning, and corrective measures definitions (Ahrens and Chapman 2007; Barros and Ferreira 2021; Malmi and Brown 2008; Melgarejo et al. 2021; Pavlatos and Kostakis 2022).



Economic shocks put significant pressure on the functioning of management accounting systems (Hopwood 2009) and are an important lever for management control (Endenich 2014). In line with this, strategic information systems are essential for organisations’ survival and performance in disruptive contexts (Yoshikuni and Albertin 2018). Organisational crises are understood as “event[s] perceived by managers and stakeholders as highly salient, unexpected, and potentially disruptive” (Bundy et al. 2017, p. 1662). They are considered: (a) sources of uncertainty, disruption, and change; (b) harmful or threatening to organisations and their stakeholders; (c) socially constructed by the actors involved; and (d) parts of larger processes, rather than discrete events (ibid.).



Management control enables managers to ensure that resources are effectively and efficiently allocated (Anthony 1965). In the wake of Simons (1990, p. 128), we view management control systems as “formalized procedures and systems that use information to maintain or alter patterns in organizational activity” and consider them important not only for “strategy implementation, but also for strategy formation”.



Some recent studies relate it broadly to those financial and non-financial, formal, and informal information systems employed by organisations to establish objectives and work towards meeting them (e.g., Agyemang and Broadbent 2015; Broadbent and Laughlin 2009; Chenhall 2003; Ferreira and Otley 2009). Existing literature provides evidence that organisations use MCP to “formulate and implement strategies by planning and controlling inputs, persuading the conversion process, and monitoring the outcomes” (Wijethilake et al. 2018, p. 1143). The literature also suggests that to cope with external turbulences, organisations should align their business strategy with certain MCP to achieve good performance (Jukka 2021).



Organisations turn to sophisticated MCP when facing environmental unpredictability to reduce uncertainty and improve decision making (Pondeville et al. 2013). Environmental unpredictability refers to the “inability to anticipate variations among elements of the environment and assess the effect of material changes on the organisation” (Bedford and Malmi 2015, p. 9). In this context, organisations face multiple conflicting objectives related to strategic and operational issues, such as managing costs, pivoting to new markets and products, managing revenue decline, and redesigning operating models (Kober and Thambar 2021). MCP play a critical role in shaping anticipatory and coping capacities (Bracci and Tallaki 2021). Informational needs become greater and more diverse (Henri and Wouters 2020). Decision-makers in times of crisis face the challenge of gathering the needed information, which is frequently complex, very sensitive, and difficult to locate” (König et al. 2020). Henri and Wouters (2020) suggest that under environmental unpredictability the benefit of having more information in the form of both cost information and nonfinancial performance indicators is particularly relevant. These MCP are configured as a package across organisations (Malmi and Brown 2008) and both formal and informal MCP have been recognised as important (Ferreira and Otley 2009; Chen et al. 2022; Sandelin 2008). However, the literature emphasises the importance of formal MCP in times of uncertainty (Chen et al. 2022; Chenhall 2003; Müller-Stewens et al. 2020). Formal control practices provide information on how to modify organisational strategies (Chen et al. 2022). Chenhall (2003, p. 138) stresses that “hostile and turbulent conditions seem, in general, to be better served by reliance on formal controls”.



There is also a growing interest in the issues of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)/corporate sustainability performance management and measurement systems (Hansen and Schaltegger 2016; Searcy 2012). Customers, suppliers, regulators, non-governmental organisations, and other stakeholders (Baker and Schaltegger 2015; Bansal and Roth 2000; Schaltegger et al. 2015; Wijethilake et al. 2017) exert pressure on companies to engage in different aspects of CSR/sustainability and reward companies that do so (Manuel and Herron 2020; Robinson et al. 2011).



Integration of CSR/sustainability issues may be a strategic task (Baumgartner 2014). A CSR/sustainability strategy integrates the social and environmental dimensions into the strategic management process of a company (Baumgartner 2014; Baumgartner and Ebner 2010). The banner “doing well by doing good” is turning out to be a management strategy (Ahmad and Ramayah 2012; Maqbool 2019, p. 220) to bring in a competitive advantage (Porter and Kramer 2006) and “inspires organizations to employ social and environmental agendas in their control systems” (Asiaei et al. 2023, p. 585; Endrikat et al. 2017; Feder and Weißenberger 2019). Treating community stakeholder interests as externalities is a risky business, creating a fragile system vulnerable to sudden shifts, such as social movements or environmental crises (Gibson et al. 2021; Kaplan 2020). If standards of environmental and social responsibility are not addressed in an appropriate and timely manner, these issues could result in financial, physical, and reputational risks (Hansen and Schaltegger 2018). CSR is an organisational lever that supports resource implementation (Asiaei et al. 2023), and a higher company social performance seems to protect companies from the negative effects of crises (Braune et al. 2019). The implementation of social responsibility strategies can therefore be regarded as insurance to limit sensitivity to systematic risk and preserve the value of the shareholders against the adverse effects of a crisis or bad economic conditions (Braune et al. 2019), but MCP are needed to integrate sustainable strategies into operational activities (e.g., Corsi and Arru 2020).



The pandemic crisis has fundamentally changed society’s expectations, making stakeholders more aware of which organisations are serving all stakeholders (Kaplan 2020). Companies have seen increased demand for CSR activities in response to the pandemic (Ciruela-Lorenzo et al. 2020; Donthu and Gustafsson 2020; He and Harris 2020) and have been under scrutiny for their environmental and social commitments and ethical business behaviour (He and Harris 2020; Martins et al. 2020; Oliveira et al. 2021). The business sector is expected to place employee safety over profits and use their resources to assist stakeholders with challenges arising from the pandemic, in particular, maintaining cash flow to pay debts and employees is paramount (Manuel and Herron 2020).



Grounded on the resource-based view (RBV), we examine the managers’ perceptions on the use of MCP as resources to support the decision-making process and contribute to organisational performance and competitiveness in a crisis context (the COVID-19 pandemic). We also examine the perceived role of CSR on MCP. Engaging with this lacuna in the literature and seeking to inform practice, this study addresses the following questions, in a crisis context:




	Q1

	
Do managers perceive that MCP have an influence on organisational performance and competitiveness?




	Q2

	
Do managers perceive that CSR influences MCP?









The perceived usefulness of MCP and systems is of “paramount importance for researching management control and management accounting more generally” (Ahrens and Chapman 2007, p. 10). Our study is a response to calls for further research in management control and accounting practice (e.g., Delfino and van der Kolk 2021; Leoni et al. 2021; Passetti et al. 2021) in a context of environmental unpredictability (Henri and Wouters 2020). Few empirical studies have been conducted linking economic crises to MCP (Bundy et al. 2017; Kober and Thambar 2021). The COVID-19 crisis involved more complexities than an economic crisis (Kober and Thambar 2021), given the health, social, and economic challenges.



The results presented in this paper are based upon responses to a questionnaire survey sent to the 250 major exporting Portuguese companies. Data were collected between December 2020 and March 2021 during the COVID-19 pandemic. Taken together, the results provide robust evidence that organisations perceived that MCP provide companies guidance on organisational performance and competitiveness in a crisis environment, and that CSR influences MCP.



This paper contributes to the literature in different ways. First, we expand our current understanding of the perceived role of management control in helping companies in a context of environmental uncertainty and unpredictability in a single country setting, Portugal. Scholars argue that differences in institutional contexts are expected to result in divergence in MCP (Bhimani 1999). Even across developed Western societies, variations seem to exist in the design and use of MCP (Malmi et al. 2022). Second, grounded on the resource-based view, this study highlights the perceived role of MCP as a valuable capability and resource by supporting managers in achieving organisational performance and competitiveness in turbulent environments. Third, it contributes to current research on sustainable development issues by providing evidence that organisations perceived that corporate social and environmental strategies are translated into MCP. The relationship between CSR and MCP is an emerging research theme in the accounting literature (Cheffi et al. 2021).



The structure of the paper is as follows: Section 2 presents the theoretical background and the development of hypotheses; Section 3 describes the sample as well as the research design; the empirical results are summarised in Section 4; and finally, Section 5 presents the discussion and the main conclusions.




2. Theory and Hypotheses


Our research is grounded in the RBV. This economic-based theoretical approach was initially developed on the basis of the work of Edith Penrose (1959). Its subsequent development, however, has occurred within the field of strategic management, in which it has become one of the dominant theories (Barney 1991; Barney et al. 2011, 2021). It has also become a popular theory in numerous management studies fields, ranging from operations management (Chahal et al. 2020; Hitt et al. 2016) to corporate sustainability (Lozano et al. 2015). Despite not becoming as popular, the RBV has also been used in the management accounting and control field (Epstein and Wisner 2005; Henri 2006).



The RVB “begins by supposing that firms are bundles of resources and capabilities” (Barney et al. 2021, p. 1939). What is more, it views a firm’s profits and the potential to generate them as dependent upon the resources and capabilities that it has under its control. To be such a source of profit and competitive advantage, resources have to be valuable, rare, costly/difficult to imitate, and non-substitutable (Barney et al. 2011). A widely cited definition of resources is offered by Barney et al. (2011, p. 1300), who present them as “bundles of tangible and intangible assets, including a firm’s management skills, its organisational processes and routines, and the information and knowledge it controls that can be used by firms to help choose and implement strategies.”



Lozano et al. (2015, p. 436) depict the RBV as affording a “unique perspective to corporate leaders by providing an explanation of how internal resources can lead to proactive changes in the company”. This perspective has been widely used in research on CSR/corporate sustainability practices to examine the usefulness of such practices in the creation of certain resources and capabilities. Such practices are viewed as strategies to enhance financial performance by way of their assistance in the development of intangibles such as corporate reputation, innovation, culture, and human resources (Surroca et al. 2010). In particular, corporate reputation and human capital are considered as having great strategic importance and CSR/corporate sustainability are viewed as important means through which they can be created.



Acknowledging that one of the basic sources of advantage in competition is “privately held knowledge”, Conner and Prahalad (1996, p. 477) uphold that at the core of the RBV is “a knowledge-based view”. We suggest that knowledge-based resources are inextricably linked to how the other resources, both tangible and intangible, are developed and used to add value. As argued by Branco and Rodrigues (2006, p. 118), “knowledge is something which must be put to work” and knowledge-based resources are probably those which are more difficult to control by management. As maintained by Asiaei and Bontis (2019), robust MCP and systems are crucial for an organisation to successfully address the difficulties of managing such resources.



Grounded in RBV, Henri (2006) supports the perspective of control systems as tools contributing to the implementation of intended strategies, but also as tools stimulating the emergence of new strategies. According to this author, the use of MCP represents capabilities that are “valuable, distinctive and imperfectly imitable” impacting the organisations and influencing organisational performance (p. 539). An important and positive connection between the use of management and accounting tools and organisational performance has to do with managers being able, with the assistance of such tools, to anticipate and minimise risks making the entire organisational process more transparent and efficient (Munck et al. 2020). Melgarejo et al. (2021) confirm that the adoption of MCP improves performance in several core areas, being related to higher levels of financial performance (Bourne et al. 2018). Organisations that adopt MCP are better prepared to overcome the challenges they regularly face, as well as those that are unexpected, such as those associated with the COVID 19 pandemic.



Beyond the regular challenges, performance measurement tools that consider complexity and uncertainty as regular characteristics of organisational environments, instead of considering them as exceptions, denote considerable advantages in interpretation and implementation (Bourne et al. 2018). MCP are capable of playing an effective role, namely, in synchronising and aligning the several knowledge areas of an organisation and its resources, thus triggering a higher level of performance (Asiaei et al. 2021a; Nartey et al. 2021). MCP influence organisational performance, in its financial and non-financial aspects (Monteiro et al. 2021), but in order to ensure resilient growth, organisational innovation must be fostered (Sabahi and Parast 2020).



In challenging contexts, managers seek to interconnect to MCP to operate in a corporate environment of innovation (Barros and Ferreira 2021). MCP and management indicators allow managers to better monitor the firm’s performance (Dimes and de Villiers 2020). Employment and work information have assumed an extraordinary role in the post-COVID-19 era, with MCP allowing one to monitor, align and guide in order to achieve higher organisational performance results (Rigby 2001). They play a fundamental role in leveraging organisational performance due to their role in aligning and forecasting (Bourne et al. 2018; Erokhin et al. 2019). Sageder and Feldbauer-Durstmüller (2019) present a comprehensive overview of control mechanisms at multinational companies and influencing factors. They found that (1) output controls, specifically financial measures, are widely accepted across countries and industries; (2) non-financial indicators enable adaptations to local requirements; (3) the significance of non-financial indicators increases with environmental uncertainty.



The current COVID-19 crisis has confirmed the capabilities of MCP in contexts of global emergency, in which ordinary activities are tested. Noting that most organisations were not prepared to deal with pandemic circumstances, maintaining reactive and adaptive responses rather than anticipatory or transformational ones. The environment has a positive impact on the use of MCP, along with a positive impact on economic performance (Petera et al. 2021). The need to use remote work has led MCP to adapt, as the entire work context has changed, with online meetings and the implementation of digital technologies, for example (Leoni et al. 2021).



Bearing this in mind, MCP played a leading role in organisational decision support during the COVID-19 pandemic period (Passetti et al. 2021).



Based on the above, we develop the following hypothesis:



H1. 

Managers perceive that MCP influence organisational performance.





Organisations that foster competitiveness are able to identify strengths and weaknesses so as to develop further improvement actions to boost organisational performance (Shaulska et al. 2021). Bearing in mind the need to leverage competitiveness to reach higher performance outcomes, MCP assume, especially in emergency contexts such as pandemic crisis situations, an organisational facilitating and adaptation role to mitigate the intrinsic pandemic effects (Hu et al. 2017; Lebas 1994; Leoni et al. 2021; Lodhia et al. 2021). Furthermore, MCP have the power to effectively enable the leverage of competitiveness, by aggregating information to maintain control of a very unpredictable scenario (Hu et al. 2017; Lebas 1994; Leoni et al. 2021; Lodhia et al. 2021). Some organisations face difficulties in generating profit due to several issues, such as for instance barriers to entry, negotiating power of customers and suppliers (Porter 1980). Moreover, MCP show in an integrated way the increase in complexity generated by the crisis, as all the information is integrated and interconnected, allowing for not only a retrospective view, but also the projection of a more resilient organisation (Passetti et al. 2021). The impact on organisational competitors is indirect and dependent upon how MCP are employed under different degrees of environmental uncertainty (Laguir et al. 2022). Wu and Kong (2021) found that at the beginning of the outbreak several Chinese companies, in order to keep their workers, gave money to frontline employees. Based on their strong CSR they were able to align their resources to assist the community. Bearing this in mind, MCP are an additional critical factor as they enable managers to control and respond to organisational needs. Despite the leading role of MCP, the relationship between control practices and innovation is not yet completely clear as several managers still disregard the information provided by MCP (Henri and Wouters 2020).



Through the faculties of MCP, which are also oriented toward outside the organisation by allowing communication and response opportunities, the harmful effects of the pandemic are thus mitigated (Passetti et al. 2021). Farhikhteh et al. (2020) argue that micro-competitiveness factors make a greater contribution to competitive advantage than macro factors.



Based on the above, we put forward the following hypothesis:



H2. 

Managers perceive that MCP influence and leverage organisational competitiveness.





Environmental uncertainty may demand broad scope information (i.e., more than financial information) to give a multifaceted picture of reality to support decision-making (Malmi and Brown 2008; Sageder and Feldbauer-Durstmüller 2019). The increasing strategic importance of CSR/sustainability issues, as well as related performance measures, have stimulated the interest in organisational management systems and CSR/sustainability performance measurement (Hansen and Schaltegger 2016).



The management control literature posits that organisations need to adapt MCP in line with strategic objectives and priorities (Henri 2006; Langfield-Smith 1997; Asiaei et al. 2021a). A number of authors argue that organisational strategic practices, such as CSR/sustainability initiatives, “can influence the formulation and implementation of management control mechanisms” (Asiaei et al. 2023, p. 585; see also Ittner and Larcker 2001). The inclusion of social and environmental agendas in MCP is essential for organisations that “struggle to take advantage of their CSR initiatives and measure the real value of such activities” (Asiaei et al. 2023, p. 578). According to previous studies, integrating CSR aspects into MCP in general and performance measurement in particular can produce positive organisational outcomes (Asiaei et al. 2021b; Gond et al. 2012). For example, Traxler et al. (2020) and Rahi et al. (2022) performed systematic literature reviews to examine the linkage between sustainability reporting and management control. The findings of Traxler et al. (2020) revealed the use of sustainability reporting within management control that can be assigned to the different management control elements: (i) it serves as a tool to raise the understanding of sustainability issues or to shape corporate vision or culture; (ii) it is used for goal setting in planning processes; (iii) sustainability-related measures are used as a performance measurement tool; (iv) sustainability reporting influences collaboration and communication across teams and the organisational structure; and (v) key performance indicators from the companies sustainability report can be used for performance-based rewards. Rahi et al. (2022) findings suggest that research on the relationships between sustainability reporting and management control is very scarce, with researchers focusing on one of them and neglecting the relationship. They also found that research investigating such relationships is still in its infancy and uses predominantly in-depth qualitative analyses. Moreover, research has shown also that CSR can function as an MCP, i.e., when it influences internal dynamics by encouraging people to adhere to certain ideas, norms, and values in line with the organisational ones (Costas and Kärreman 2013; Mio et al. 2020).



The literature suggests that environmental and social strategic objectives can be taken into account in performance measurement and management tools by integrating them into existing performance perspectives or by creating specific perspectives (Bedford et al. 2008; Hansen and Schaltegger 2016; Joshi and Li 2016). The importance of greater integration in uncertain environments is strengthened (Pondeville et al. 2013). Moreover, in a big data environment, the set of performance measures available expands exponentially (Humphreys and Trotman 2022). Organisations increasingly have to recognise how MCP assist in measuring resources and their sustainable performance (Rehman et al. 2020). Several publications have specifically focused on a BSC approach to sustainability performance measurement (Searcy 2012). Hansen and Schaltegger (2016) conducted a systematic literature review on modifications to the original BSC, which explicitly consider environmental, social, or ethical issues, and found that sustainability-oriented modifications of the BSC architecture are motivated by instrumental, social/political, or normative theoretical perspectives.



According to Hahn and Figge (2018), a tool for the strategic management of corporate sustainability should help companies to move towards more economic, environmental, and social performance. However, traditional MCP are seen to be limited in incorporating the interests of a broad range of stakeholders other than shareholders, in addressing environmental and social issues, as well as in their interrelationships with financial issues (Gond et al. 2012). There is a need to integrate specific sustainability control systems with the more traditional MCP to ensure that business operations are carried out in accordance with sustainable development goals (Ditillo and Lisi 2016).



Based on a survey data set from Chief Financial Officers of publicly listed companies on the Tehran Stock Exchange, Asiaei et al. (2023) explore how companies rely on the balanced use of diagnostic and interactive performance measurement systems to translate CSR into superior performance. Their findings show that CSR is positively associated with performance measurement systems and organisational performance. However, the literature suggests that performance measurement and MCP for CSR issues may “remain marginal, unconnected to organizational business activities, and without influence on strategy” (Cheffi et al. 2021, p. 337; see also Lueg and Radlach 2016).



Based on the above, we develop the following hypothesis:



H3. 

Managers perceive that CSR has an influence on MCP.






3. Research Design


To examine whether managers perceive MCP as a resource to support the decision-making process and contribute to organisational performance and competitiveness in a crisis environment, and to ascertain the perceived role of CSR on MCP, a survey by questionnaire was conducted from January to May 2021. Data were obtained from the Instituto Nacional de Estatística (INE) (Instituto Nacional de Estatística 2019) (National Institute of Statistics). The questionnaire used scales validated in previous studies, which allowed one to measure the four dimensions in our model. Organisational performance (OPER) is measured through seven variables, mentioned below, resulting from previous studies (e.g., Grafton et al. 2010; Kaplan and Norton 1993, 2005, 2007; Micheli and Mura 2017; Sarker et al. 2021; Zizlavsky 2014). Leveraging organisational competitiveness (LOCO) mentioned is measured using variables resulting from Endenich (2014) study. The measurement of CSR is based on 13 variables derived from the studies of Braune et al. (2019) and Maqbool (2019), as mentioned below. Finally, the dependent variable—MCP—is measured using four variables that resulted from the adaptation of the scales used in several existing studies (e.g., Bollinger 2020; Hu et al. 2017; Kaplan and Norton 1993, 1996, 2001; Lebas 1994; Leoni et al. 2021) (Appendix A).



Robustness was tested using Exploratory Factorial Analysis (EFA) to examine the factorial charges of each item and its adequacy to use in the Confirmatory Factorial Analysis (CFA) (Byrne 2010). Besides questioning them on the four dimensions presented above, the questionnaire also included questions on sociodemographic aspects. The questionnaire was developed using a 5-point Likert scale, varying from totally disagree (1) to totally agree (5).



The model used is presented in Figure 1.



The questionnaire aims at understanding the perceived influence of MCP on the OPER and LOCO variables, and the perceived influence of CSR on MCP in a crisis environment. Respondents are members of the management of the companies under analysis and may occupy top management, middle management, or operational management positions. The questionnaire was administered by sending a link that allowed access to the set of questions. Confidentiality and anonymity were ensured.



We began by selecting the 250 major exporting companies in Portugal, given that these firms correspond mostly to large companies (in our sample, 72% of them are large companies). Large organisations usually have greater capacities to undertake very strategic practices such as CSR activities and also advanced management control systems (Asiaei et al. 2021a). As a result, they are required to have more integrated management control. Of the 250 questionnaires distributed, only 87 were returned, with a response rate of 34.8%. The data were then subjected to data screening to remove any problems regarding outliers and missing data. The basic test for this removal included testing for normality, homogeneity, and linearity of the data. The data screening process indicated that there were five unusable questionnaires as a result of missing data, leaving the total number of questionnaires with usable data at 82. Table 1 presents a summary of the sociodemographic data of the companies whose managers were the target of our questionnaire.



Table 2 presents a summary of the sociodemographic data of the respondents.




4. Data Analysis and Findings


4.1. Exploratory Factorial Analysis


Using SPSS 27, we began by examining the validity of the data and identifying the loading of the components through an Exploratory Factorial Analysis (EFA). The EFA sought to identify the structure of the variables that explain each of the dimensions. Factor analysis was performed using the principal components method with Varimax rotation as it best explained the factor loading of each variable, as well as the proper grouping of factors. In factor analysis, the calculation of Cronbach’s Alpha (α) and the Kaiser–Meyer–Oklin (KMO) measurement are the two most used statistical procedures within the EFA to examine the items underlying the structure of the components extracted from the measured variables. According to the statistics literature, the value of the standardised loading factor KMO should be greater than 0.50, while it is recommended that Cronbach Alpha be greater than 0.70 (Taber 2018). Our data obtained an extracted measure of suitable KMO that was situated at the value of 0.820, which means that principal component analysis can be performed (Bonett and Wright 2015). Bartlett’s sphericity was statistically significant with χ2 = 1466.728, DF = 325, p < 0.001. The factor loading of each of the 29 variables used in the questionnaire and the robustness presented by the various dimensions under study can be seen in Table 3.



The factor loading ranged between 0.546 and 0.883, with all (except four, OPER3, OPER4, OPER5, and OPER6, which were removed from the analysis) being above the threshold of the recommended 0.5 (Brown 2006, 2015; Hair et al. 2010; Marôco 2010). It should also be noted that the values of Cronbach’s Alpha (α) of the four dimensions were situated at 0.738 in the OPER dimension (after removing the variables OPER3, OPER4, and OPER5 with loadings lower than 0.500): 0.902 at LOCO; 0.934 at CSR; and 0.860 at MCP. In addition, all variables’ robustness was simultaneously situated at Cronbach’s Alpha (α) 0.936. We can say that the individual dimensions have good or very good robustness, and the questionnaire generally has very good robustness.




4.2. Confirmatory Factorial Analysis


In the second stage, using AMOS 27, a CFA was conducted to test the structural validity of the proposed model and to analyse the results pertaining to the research hypotheses. The CFA was used to validate the perceived influence of MCP on OPER and LOCO and the perceived influence of CSR on the MCP used by companies in a crisis context. The convergent and discriminant validity of the scales was analysed to identify the components obtained in the first phase of statistical analysis carried out using the EFA (Byrne 2010; Byrne and Ragin 2009).



The use of discriminant validity is a justification for the existence or not of cross-loadings within and between the variance construction error term (Hair et al. 2010). The lack of cross-loading shows that the evidence of discriminant validity is justified. The research model tested was subject to validation by calculating various suitability indices, such as (χ2 = 541.506, p = 0.001, df = 272, χ2/df = 1.660, RMSEA = 0.059, SRMR = 0.0191, NFI = 0.919, GFI = 0.912, AGFI = 0.944 and CFI = 0.958) (Hair et al. 1999; Schumacker and Lomax 2016; Yuan and Bentler 2001). The CFA result shows that the loading of standardised parameters using AMOS 27 ranged from 0.571 to 0.791 for OPER, 0.710 to 0.883 for the LOCO dimension, 0.546 to 0.877 for the CSR dimension and 0.639 to 0.857 for the MCP dimension. Regarding the convergent validity of the model (Table 4), it was evaluated in three metrics: Average Variance Extracted (AVE), Composite Reliability (CR) and Cronbach’s Alpha (α). All convergent validity metrics clearly surpassed what the literature refers to as relevant (the AVE must be greater than 0.5; the CR greater than 0.7; and α must be above 0.8 (Hair et al. 2010; Marôco 2010)). The requirements of validity and convergent reliability were obtained. The discriminant validity was evaluated by comparing the square root of the AVE of each construct and the correlation of these constructs with the others, verifying a discriminant validity and acceptable reliability for the research model presented.



In Table 4 the values in the diagonal represent the square root of AVE for each corresponding construct. Outside the diagonal, one can observe the correlations between constructs. The CR, AVE, and α obtained reveal the robustness of the model tested.




4.3. Final Research Model and Hypotheses Results


The research model was tested using an estimation method based on structural equations. Results suggest that managers do perceive that a relationship exists between MCP and both OPER and LOCO. This is also the case with CSR and the use of MCP by companies. The effective result of the multidimensional construction measures tested allowed for the validation of the three research hypotheses.



In Table 5, we can see the summary of the results pertaining to the tested hypotheses using the best possible investigation model (we removed the variables OPER3, OPER4, OPER5, and OPER6, given that they presented factor loadings below 0.5). The results obtained allow us to conclude that the variation in the OPER and LOCO dimensions of companies is explained by the MCPO dimension. Regarding the first variable, β = 0.555 and p < 0.001, while for the second variable, β = 0.939 and p < 0.001. There is also a statistically significant influence of CSR on MCP (β = 0.644, p < 0.0001). Hence, H1, H2, and H3 are validated (Figure 2). The structural results indicate that the MCP dimension has a direct and positive statistically significant influence on the OPER and LOCO, validating H1 and H2, and that the CSR dimension has a statistically significant, direct, and positive influence on MCP, structurally validating H3.



After analysing the validity and reliability of the initial model (Figure 2), we tested a new model (Figure 3) in which we removed some variables whose scores were below 0.5, obtaining better internal consistency than in the first model tested.





5. Discussion and Conclusions


The literature has shown that organisations are mostly unprepared to cope with global disruptions and that business responses are reactive, rather than anticipatory (Bundy et al. 2017). In the midst of the COVID-19 crisis, a particularly turbulent period with severe consequences for organisations both in terms of their performance and the difficulty of managing their performance, and requiring from them increased support to their employees and society in general, we deemed it important, based on a review of the literature, to examine whether managers perceive MCP as a resource to support the decision-making process and contributing to organisational performance and competitiveness in a crisis environment, and to ascertain the perceived role of CSR in MCP.



To do so, Portuguese companies considered the most successful exporters were investigated with the aim of analysing the perceived influence of MCP both on organisational performance and on leveraging organisational competitiveness. Furthermore, the perceived influence of CSR on the use of MCP was also tested. Grounded on a resource-based view, three research hypotheses that allowed for the analysis of the relationship between the dimensions under analysis were developed. A structural equation model for data analysis applied to data obtained from a questionnaire survey was used to test these hypotheses.



We found that companies perceived that MCP do influence organisational performance and leverage organisational competitiveness in a Covid-19 context. MCP do seem to amount to important resources that allow a firm to be competitive and perform well. We also verified that companies perceived that CSR seems to be an important factor influencing MCP. Beyond being able to guide managers in permanent organisational adaptations, MCP seem to offer guidance to managers on addressing the consequences of a pandemic crisis so as to maintain performance, productivity, and management capabilities (Passetti et al. 2021).



Our findings are consistent with existing research that shows that the efficient use of MCP allows managers to adequately monitor and measure organisational performance. This is the case both from an internal point of view (assisting in the establishment of adequate technical and operational policies) as well as from an external point of view, namely, by ensuring the satisfaction of those who have dealings with the firm, which allows for the improvement of corporate performance (Nartey et al. 2021). Our results confirm previous research suggesting that companies perceived that MCP represent a vital organisational resource for achieving sustainable organisational performance (Henri 2006; Rehman et al. 2020). In view of these results, managers may rely on MCP and their features to foster organisational performance, especially in adverse contexts such as COVID-19 (Nartey et al. 2021).



The result pertaining to the perceived influence of MCP on leveraging organisational competitiveness in a COVID-19 context corroborates previous studies which showed that MCP have the capacity to leverage the competitiveness of companies that, in times of crisis, face challenges and opportunities to be overcome in a sustainable way in order to remain competitive and capable of generating value (Lodhia et al. 2021). In unpredictable scenarios that cause business contexts of great organisational emergency, the ability revealed by MCP to leverage competitiveness, maintain technical and operational control of companies, and facilitate organisational adaptation allows managers to face these scenarios with greater confidence (Leoni et al. 2021). MCP do seem to allow companies with greater control and organisational management to maintain market value in contexts of extraordinarily difficult business resilience (Nartey et al. 2021).



Furthermore, managers perceived that CSR activities influence the use of MCP. This result suggests that social and environmental responsibility activities have an increasingly growing and decisive importance in business management. Environmental and social issues have gained increasing strategic relevance for businesses and have led to a growing interest in corporate sustainability performance measurement and MCP.



Our results corroborate previous literature that stated that managers perceived that environmental and social objectives are an integral part of their way of doing business, and firms should take them into account in performance measurement and management tools, integrating them into a performance framework (e.g., Hansen and Schaltegger 2016). A large body of research shows that stakeholders are soliciting information on measures to benchmark corporate social and environmental performance (e.g., Joshi and Li 2016). MCP seem to hold particular value for those seeking to measure the environmental and social impacts caused by their business activities (e.g., Rehman et al. 2020).



From an empirical point of view, this research provides evidence that managers perceived that environmental and social strategies need to be translated into performance measures and decision criteria, which, for some firms, comprise sustainability balanced scorecards and strategy maps (e.g., Hansen and Schaltegger 2018; Humphreys and Trotman 2022; Joshi and Li 2016). Our results are in line with previous research suggesting that MCP are perceived as a vital organisational resource that is associated with sustainable organisational performance (Barney et al. 2011; Henri 2006; Rehman et al. 2020).



This study has important managerial implications. It provides important insights for managers and accountants by highlighting the perceived potential of MCP as capabilities and resources to enhance sustainable organisational performance. These insights are particularly valuable given the pressures firms are facing with respect to the sustainability agenda (e.g., Ditillo and Lisi 2016; Rehman et al. 2020). Based on our study, we must agree with Joshi and Li’s (2016, p. 1) assertion that “the accounting profession is being called upon to expand its traditional role to incorporate environmental and social performance into the financial reporting and management control systems”.



The context of the study within the Portuguese setting limits the general applicability of the findings, as does the focus on the most successful exporting companies. MCP are affected by national and cultural settings, as evidenced in previous literature (e.g., Malmi et al. 2022; Van der Stede 2003). Further studies could focus on other countries and offer international comparative studies. Given that the survey was undertaken at a specific point in time, further understanding of the same relationships could potentially benefit from a longitudinal investigation.



A crisis context, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, corresponds, on the one hand, to a threat; however, on the other hand, it can also be seen as an opportunity in terms of value creation and emerging opportunities. Disruptive contexts may become increasingly recurrent in the future. An analysis of the impact of tensions in delivering positive corporate social and environmental outcomes across multiple performance areas is therefore worth exploring further (Humphreys and Trotman 2022). In thinking about future research opportunities, we note that Ditillo and Lisi (2016, p. 127) claim that the “sustainability orientation of managers represents the condition that motivates organisational actors to integrate sustainable and traditional control systems”, so how managers implement MCP to manage sustainably is another possible avenue of research. Qualitative approaches would be particularly useful to provide further explanations and new insights into these issues.
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Appendix A




	
Dimensions

	
Items

	
Questions

	
Authors




	
Organisational Performance

	
OPER1

	
Management control tools make it possible to measure and monitor the company’s performance;

	
(Grafton et al. 2010; Kaplan and Norton 1993, 2005, 2007; Micheli and Mura 2017; Sarker et al. 2021; Zizlavsky 2014)




	
OPER2

	
To achieve the desired success, it is essential that managers can rely on an efficient measurement system;




	
OPER3

	
Our organisation is still only guided by financial indicators;




	
OPER4

	
Financial indicators alone are insufficient to monitor the performance of the organisation;




	
OPER5

	
Currently, non-financial indicators, namely, intangible indicators, are the basis for organisational differentiation;




	
OPER6

	
The search for competitiveness forces managers to identify the needs of consumers quickly and at the lowest possible cost while maintaining the objective of achieving success;




	
OPER7

	
Management control systems are essential in shaping risk management processes.




	
Leveraging Organisational Competitiveness

	
LOCO1

	
Management control tools improve the decision-making process in a crisis context;

	
(Endenich 2014)




	
LOCO2

	
Management control tools play an important role in a crisis context;




	
LOCO3

	
The integration and interconnection of indicators is fundamental for effective management control;




	
LOCO4

	
The monitoring, guidance and control of strategic decisions depend on using appropriate management tools in a crisis context;




	
LOCO5

	
The management control tools increase our capacity for learning and continuous improvement in a crisis context.




	
Corporate Social Responsibility

	
CSRE1

	
A company’s social performance significantly reduces the systemic risk to which the company is exposed;

	
(Braune et al. 2019; Maqbool 2019)




	
CSRE2

	
At a time of crisis and uncertainty, companies with a social performance assume upward attractiveness towards multiple stakeholders;




	
CSRE3

	
Corporate social responsibility has a positive impact on financial performance;




	
CSRE4

	
Companies able to communicate social responsibility policies achieve the higher social performance of the company;




	
CSRE5

	
The benefits derived from corporate social responsibility outweigh the costs of its implementation;




	
CSRE6

	
As a valuable and rare resource, corporate social responsibility can be exploited to gain a competitive advantage for the company;




	
CSRE7

	
Business entities should integrate social and environmental issues into their business strategy to gain a competitive advantage and improve long-term profitability;




	
CSRE8

	
Corporate social responsibility produces substantial benefits related to the company’s business;




	
CSRE9

	
Corporate social responsibility allows returns to the company in the form of tangible and intangible benefits over an extended period;




	
CSRE10

	
Corporate social responsibility improves the performance of the company;




	
CSRE11

	
Management control systems are essential to creating quality corporate environmental reporting in response to external pressures or disturbances;




	
CSRE12

	
Involvement in corporate social responsibility activities generates favourable attitudes in its stakeholders that better supportive behaviour;




	
CSRE13

	
Corporate social responsibility builds the company’s image, reinforces stakeholders’ attitudes, and improves advocacy behaviours.




	
Management Control Practices

	
MCP1

	
The management tools we use allow us to manage our company better strategically;

	
(Bollinger 2020; Hu et al. 2017; Kaplan and Norton 1993, 1996, 2001; Lebas 1994; Leoni et al. 2021)




	
MCP1

	
Management Control tools are implemented because of the interconnection they allow between indicators and strategy;




	
MCP1

	
Strategic performance is improved through the complete integration of a strategic map;




	
MCP1

	
The Management Control tools allow us to keep the focus on the strategy previously defined.
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Figure 1. Research model. 
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Figure 2. Initial model. 
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Figure 3. Final model. 
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Table 1. Firms’ data.






Table 1. Firms’ data.





	
Variables

	
Frequency

	
%






	
Type of management

	
State-owned

	
1

	
1%




	
Private

	
81

	
99%




	
Type of company

	
Public Limited Company

	
62

	
76%




	
Private Limited Company

	
19

	
23%




	
Sole Proprietorship

	
0

	
0%




	
Other

	
1

	
1%




	
Average number of employees

	
<5

	
1

	
1%




	
5 to 9

	
1

	
1%




	
10 to 49

	
8

	
10%




	
50 to 249

	
13

	
16%




	
>249

	
59

	
72%




	
MCP used

	
Balanced Scorecard

	
42

	
51%




	
Tableau de Bord

	
17

	
29%




	
Business Model Canvas

	
4

	
7%




	
Pyramid Prism

	
0

	
0%




	
Other

	
19

	
32%
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Table 2. Respondent’s sociodemographic data.






Table 2. Respondent’s sociodemographic data.





	
Variables

	
Frequency

	
%






	
Gender

	
Male

	
46

	
56%




	
Female

	
36

	
44%




	
Age (years)

	
<30

	
0

	
0%




	
30 to 39

	
12

	
15%




	
40 to 49

	
31

	
38%




	
50 to 59

	
29

	
35%




	
>59

	
10

	
12%




	
Education

	
Middle school

	
5

	
6%




	
Undergraduate

	
54

	
66%




	
Master’s

	
17

	
21%




	
PhD

	
6

	
7%




	
Educational background in the management area

	
Yes

	
61

	
74%




	
No

	
21

	
26%




	
Years of experience in the management area

	
<5

	
1

	
1%




	
5 to 15

	
15

	
18%




	
>15

	
66

	
81%




	
Job

	
Top management

	
52

	
63%




	
Middle management

	
22

	
27%




	
Operational management

	
8

	
10%
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Table 3. Factor loadings and robustness tests (EFA).






Table 3. Factor loadings and robustness tests (EFA).





	
Items

	
Loadings

	
Label

	
(α)






	
OPER1

	
0.571

	
Organisational Performance

	
0.738




	
OPER2

	
0.639




	
OPER3

	
−0.034




	
OPER4

	
0.326




	
OPER5

	
0.309




	
OPER6

	
0.474




	
OPER7

	
0.791




	
LOCO1

	
0.883

	
Leveraging Organisational Competitiveness

	
0.902




	
LOCO2

	
0.876




	
LOCO3

	
0.710




	
LOCO4

	
0.743




	
LOCO5

	
0.812




	
CSRE1

	
0.546

	
Corporate Social Responsibility

	
0.934




	
CSRE2

	
0.579




	
CSRE3

	
0.669




	
CSRE4

	
0.682




	
CSRE5

	
0.691




	
CSRE6

	
0.771




	
CSRE7

	
0.706




	
CSRE8

	
0.877




	
CSRE9

	
0.811




	
CSRE10

	
0.847




	
CSRE11

	
0.664




	
CSRE12

	
0.781




	
CSRE13

	
0.744




	
MCP1

	
0.640

	
Management Control Practices

	
0.860




	
MCP2

	
0.700




	
MCP3

	
0.860




	
MCP4

	
0.840








Keys: OPER (Organisational Performance); LOCO (Leveraging Organisational Competitiveness); CSRE (Corporate Social Responsibility); and MCP (Management Control Practices). These variables were removed from the final estimated model for having loadings below 0.500. Variables with these results are considered unable to explain the reality studied and should therefore be removed (Hair et al. 2010).
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Table 4. Convergent and discriminant validity.






Table 4. Convergent and discriminant validity.














	
	CR
	AVE
	α
	LOCO
	OPER
	CSR





	LOCO
	0.872
	0.652
	0.903
	0.764
	
	



	OPER
	0.709
	0.453
	0.738
	0.804
	0.718
	



	CSR
	0.934
	0.528
	0.934
	0.487
	0.472
	0.710
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Table 5. Hypotheses testing results.






Table 5. Hypotheses testing results.





	Hypotheses
	Relationship
	Coefficient
	Standard Error
	t
	p-Value





	H1
	MCP → OPER
	0.555
	0.119
	4.649
	<0.001



	H2
	MCP → LOCO
	0.939
	0.131
	7.142
	<0.001



	H3
	CSR → MCP
	0.644
	0.185
	3.481
	<0.001
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